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INTRODUCTION 


Oriya belongs to the Indo-Aryan family 
of languages, spoken in the state of Orissa and its 
adjoinig districts such as Singhbhum (Jharkhand), 
Midnapore (West Bengal), Raipur and Bastar 
(Chhatisgarh), and Srikakulam (Andhra).About 
thirty million people speak Oriya as their 
mothertongue. 


The earliest records of Oriya language 
are available in innumerable stone and copper plate 
inscriptions found in east and south India. Ashoka's 
stone edicts in Dhauli (Bhubaneswar) and Jaugarh 
(Ganjam), written in Pali in the Brahmi script in 
the first century B.C; King Kharavela's Hatigumpha 
inscriptions (Bhubaneswar) written in Pali in the 
Brahmi script in the first century B.C; Maharaja 
Mahasmanta Madhvaraja's copper-plate inscription 
(Ganjam) written in Sanskrit in the seventh century; 
all these are immensely helpful for the study of the 
evolution of the Oriya language and script. 
However, the earlist Oriya inscriptions belong to 
the period of the Ganga kings (eleventh century ) 
and the Surya kings (fifteenth century). Oriya 
inscriptions have been discovered in Vizagapatnam 
(Andhra) and Midnapore (West Bengal), thus 
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suggesting that the Oriya language was spoken and 
understood in a much larger area than the present 
territory of Orissa. 


The Charayapadas, discovered in Nepal 
by Mahamahopadhyaya Haraprasad Shastri in 1906, 
are claimed by Oriya, Bengali, Maithili and 
Assamese scholars to be the examples of the earliest 
verse in their literatures. The Padas were composed 
by a school of Buddhist monks presumably in 
between the tenth and twelfth centuries. Shishuveda, 
a collection of religious verses composed by 
Gorakhnath presumably in the thirteenth century; 
Kalasha Chautisha, a poem dealing with the 
marriage of Shiva and Parvati (fifteenth century); a 
lyric by King Kapilendra Deva (fifteenth century); 
Madala Panyji (the temple chronicle of Puri), written 
in the sixteenth century - these are landmarks of 
early Oriya literature. 


One may reasonably conclude, from this 
evidence, that by the fifteenth century Oriya 
language was fairly developed and a fit medium 
for literary compositions. It may not be out of place 
to note here that Orissa had, from ancient times, a 
tradition of writing in Sanskrit, mostly under royal 
patronage, and: works such as Pancha Tantra by 
Vishnu Sharma (fifth century), Ekavali by 
Vidyadhara (thirteenth century), Geeta Govinda by 
Jayadeva (thirteenth century ) and Sahitya Darpana 
by Vishwanath Kaviraj (fourteenth century) were 
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composed in Orissa. Thousands of Sanskrit 
manuscripts, mostly in palm-leaves, are available 
in Orissa. 


Orissa is one of the most colourful 
regions of the country, geographically as well 
culturally. With the vast blue ocean to its east and 
the<mountain ranges and the deep forests in its 
eastern and southern zones, it is notale for its 
picturesque landscapes and varied flora and fauna. 
Two fifths of its population consists of tribals and 
scheduled castes and, though Oriya is the dominant 
language, tribals have their own dialects such as 
Mundari and Shanthali. Orissa, down the centuries, 
has been the land of pilgrimage, exposed to various 
religious cults and beliefs including Buddhism. 
Jainism, Shaktism. Tantrism and even Islam and 
Christianity. A land of great antiquity and known 
at different stages of history as Kalinga, Utkala,- 
Odra, Kushala and Orissa, it has come under Hindu, 
Buddhist, Jain, Muslim and British rulers. 
Jagannath (the Lord of the Universe) has remained 
the presiding deity of the Oriyas, symbolising the 
synthesis of all religions and cultures, Aryan or non- 
Aryan, tribal or alien. | 


Orissa has a rich tradition of oral 
literature consisting of myths, legends, folktales, 
folksongs, bratakathas (stories narrated on religious 
occasions), riddles, idioms and proverbs. It is a 
predomininatly rural state and its rate of literarcy 
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is a about fifty percent. Undertandably, oral and folk 
forms of literature are an important aspect of 
Orissan life and culture. It may also be noted that 
the entire bulk of medieval literature in Oriya was 
recorded in palm-leaf manuscripts of which for 
obvius reasons, many are lost. The palm-legaf 
manuscripts in the Utkal University Library and the 
State Museum are about fifty thousand in number 
and there must be many in other institutions and 
private collections. O 
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SARALA DAS, 
THE FIRST MAJOR POET 


Though Oriya literature had already some 
literary compositions, it was Sarala Das (fifteenth 
century), the author of the Mahabharata, the Vilanka 
Ramayana and the Chandipurana, who laid a firm 
foundation of Oriya literature. He may be compared 
with the great poet Chaucher, the Father of the 
English Language and English Poetry who lived in 
the fourteenth century. 


Sarala Das has written eighty three 
thousand verses in the Mahabharata (roughly twenty- 
three hundred printed pages). His Vilanka Ramayana 
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and Chandi Purana contain about twenty eight 
hundred and fifty five hundred verses, respectively. 
Composing such a substanitaial body of literature in 
a language that was still hardly considered 
'respectable' was indeed an extremely brave and 
conspicuous achievement. In no other Indian 
language did such a voluminous Mahabharata exist 
at such an early date. 


Sarala Das was born in a poor peasant 
family in the village Jhankada (Cuttack), close to the 
temple of Goddess Sarala whose devotee he was. 
His family name was Siddheswar Parida and Sarala 
Das (meaning the Servant of Goddess Sarala) was 
the name by which he referred to himself in his work. 
It was a convention in medieval ‘Oriya literature for 
poets and authors to introduce themselves to their 
readers as servants or dasa of some god or goddess. 
This was a mark of humility as well as suggestive of 
the religius world view of the authors. | 


Sarala Das lived in a century that is 
condidered the most glorious in the history of 
Orissa. He was the contemporary of Kapilendra 
Deva who ruled Orissa from 1435 A.D to 1467 A.D 
and whose empire extended from the Ganges in 
the north to the Kaveri in the south. The entire 
Orissan society, then, was militarised and 
particularly the caste of cultivators to which Sarala 
Das belonged, formed the mainstay of the Orissan 
army. War being a major theme of Sarala Das's 
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Mahabharata and the details of war being extremely 
authentic and convincing, it is believed that Sarala 
Das, perhaps in his youth, was closely associated 
with the army. As evident in his Maharabrata he 
had a fairly sound knowledge of the political map 
of contemporary India and he accompanied 
Kapilendra Deva's army in its conquest of far-off 
kingdoms. Muslims had already dominated India 
and Orissa was the only powerful Hindu state then. 
It remained so unit! 1568, even after most parts of 
India, including Orissa's neighbouring proviences, 
had come under the Muslim rule. 


Sarala Das indeed was a great rebel not 
only for composing monumental literary texts in a 
language other than Sanskrit, but also because he was 
a sSudra (the lowest caste in Hindu social order) who 
became the first poet to compose religious works in 
Oriya. It is possible that Sarala Das faced bitter - 
opposition from the Brahmin- elite of the time. 
However, Sarala Das never expresses any rancour 
against any other caste or class, but repeateadly states 
that he is unlettered and ‘records at sunrise, what 
Goddess Sarala tells him at night.’ 


Sarala Das's expressions of humility have 
often been literally accepted and many seem to 
believe that he was little better than an illiterate 
peasant. But nothing could be farther from truth. 
Sarala Das was familiar with the Sanskrit 
Mahabharata, Ramayana and much of classical 
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literature including Raghuvamsha and other plays of 
Kalidas. Possibly he heard the Sanskrit texts from 
Brahmin Pandits as he had no opportunity for any 
formal education. 


The Mahabharata is the magnum opus of 
Sarala Das . Though based on the Sanskrit 
Mahabharata it is ‘differnt from the original in so 
many ways that it may be accepted as a new creation. 
For one thing, Sarala Das completely adapts the story 
of the Mahabharata and its characters to Orissan life 
and situation, and omits portions of the original as 
well as adds episodes of his own. Local myths, 
legends, folklore, customs and habts find free 
expressions in his work and the reader feels that even 
characters such as Yudhistira, Bhima and Draupadi 
are not distant and suprehuman figures but familiar 
ones who had been to his village or locality at some 
time or other. 


The Mahabharata of Sarala Das can aptly 
be described as the encyclopaedia of medieval 
Orissan life and history. Though the story of 
Mahabharata is ancient, Sarala Das has referred 


liberally to events of his time and even to Muslim 
invasions. 


Poetry came to Sarala Das as easily as 
leaves come to trees in sprins. Though generally 
composed in the colloquial, earthy idiom of the 
peasant's speech, the poet uses Sanskrit vocabulary 
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wherever necessary and there are passages which are 
excellent as poetry. Composed in a form called dandi- 
brutta, in which lines contain unevern number of 
words, it is a free and spontaneous creation evoking 
Oriya life, culture and ehtos as no other work seems 
to do. In popularity it is second to none except 
perhaps the Oriya Bhagabata of Jagnnath Das 
(sixteenth centruy). Sarala Das's popularity spread 
for and wide and the Bengali and Telugu versions of 
his Mahabharata are known to have enjoyed wide 
circulation. 


Sarala Das borrowed the story of his 
Vilanka Ramayana from the Sanskrit Adbhut 
Ramayana. In Vilanka Ramayan, Rama slayx the one- 
thousand headed Ravan of Lanka, not by his military 
powerful than the ten-headed Ravana of Lanka, not 
by his military power but by the feminine power of 
Seeta. Also in Chandi Purana Sarala Das describes 
the killing of the demon, Kapila Singha, which has 
the body of a buffalo and head of a man. 


Sarala Das, the devotee of Goddess Sarala, 
was a Shakta (worshipper of Shakti Divinity revealed 
in the feminine form) and in both Vilanka Ramayana 
and Chandi Purana he proves the supremacy of the 
eternal feminine over the crude masculine force. OQ 
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JAGANNATH DAS, 
THE SUPREMELY GREAT 


Jagannath Das, the sixteen century poet 
who translated the Bhagabata into Oriya, is the most 
widely read and the most widely quoted poet of 
Orissa. His place in Orissan life and culture can 
easily be compared with that of Tulsi Das in Hindi 
or the author of the Kurals in Tamil . 


By the time Jagannath Das lived and 
wrote, Vaishnavism (the cult of Vishnu) had great 
influence on Orissa and Jagannath of Puri was 
viewed as a form of Vishnu. Saints such as Ramanuja 
(twelfth century)had visited Puri and Jayadeva 
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(thirteenth century) had composed beautiful verses 
on Radha-Krishna theme (Krishna, an incarnation of 
Vishnu). During Jagannath Das's time, Chaitanya, 
the great Vaishnava saint of Bengal, visited Puri and 
attracted by the congenial atmoshphere of 
Vaishnavism in Orissa, settled down there. 
Chaitanya's Bhakti cult inspired many in Orissa and 
influenced Orissan life and culture in a number ways. 
The Orissan form of Vaishnavism, however, is 
somewhat different from the Vaishnavism preached 
by Chaitnya, known as Gaudiya Vaishnavism. 
Chaitnaya was a great admirer and friend of 
Jagannath Das and is reported to have conferred on 
Jagannath. Das the title of Ati-badi (Supremely 
Great), even though Jagannath Das and Chaitanya 
belonged to two different cults of Vaishnavism 
(Utkaliya and Gaudiya). 


From Jagannatha Charitmruta, a 
biographical work on Jagannath Das written in the 
seventeenth century by Bipra Dibakar Das, we learn 
that Jagannath Das was born and lived in Puri. He 
was a great saint and scholar in Sanskrit and classical 
literature. 


Scholars are not yet unanimous as to the 
number of works written by Jagannath Das. As many 
as sixty Oriya books and nine Sanskrit books are 
scribed by some to Jagannath Das's authorship. 
However, except the Bhagabata (out of which the 
first eleven volumes were composed by Jagannath 
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Das and the rest two volumes by his disciples), other 
works are not of much significance. 


Legend has it that Jagannath Das 
translated the Sanskrit Bhagabata into Oriya at his 
mother's instance, as the Sanskrit Bhagabata was 
inaccessible to most of the common people. He 
translated the Sanskrit text, and read it out and 
interpreted it to the devotees inside the shrine of Lord 
Jagannath. It was while reading and interpreting the 
Bhagabata that Chaitanya saw Jagannath Das for the 
first time and admired him immensely. 


The sixteenth century is an important 
period in the religious history of India. Besides 
Chaitanya, Shankar Dev, Kabir, Nanak, Mira Bai and 
Dadu were the contemporaries of Jagannath Das and 
India has never seen such a host of great saints in 
any other century. It is possible to see Jagannath Das's 
life and work as a part of a religious and literary 
movement that was pan-Indian in character. 


Though less gifted as a poet than Sarala 
Das, the author of the Oriya Mahabarata, and even 
Balaram Das, his contemporary and the author of the 
Oriya Ramayana, Jagannath Das surpassed both of 
them in popularity. This may partly be due to the 
appeal of Vaishnavism to the Oriya masses but it is 
mostly due to the clarity and lucidity of diction and 
economy of expression of the Oriya Bhagabata. 
Composed in the form known as navakshari (each 
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line containing nine letters), the Oriya Bhagabata 
blends successfully the literary and the colloquial 
styles. It is by no means a literal translation of the 
Sanskrit text but a free rendering which is sometimes 
better than the original. 


The Oriya Bhagabata became so popular 
that is was read almost in every Oriya village and 
bhagabata gharas (ghara : house) were established 
in every village where the villagers would assemble 
in the evenings to listen to the reading of the 
Bhagabata, discuss the welfare of the villagers and 
settle disputes finding solutions in the teachings of 
the Bhagabata. People of all castes thought it their 
duty to learn the Oriya alphabets just to enable them 
to read the Bhagabata, and this helped in the spread 
of education and literacy in Orissa. The philosophy 
preached in the Bhagabata has gone into the 
subconscious of the Oriya mind and even illiterate 
villagers are found quoting the Bhagabata in course 
of their conversation. OQ 
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UPENDRA BHANJA ; 
THE SUPERB CRAFTSMAN 


Upendra Bhanja wrote in the last decade 
of the seventeeth and the early decades of the 
eighteenth centuries and championed a style of poetry 
called ‘reeti’ in Sanskrit poetics. Though many poets 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries wrote in 


the reeti style, Upendra Bhanja is decidedly the 
greatest of them all. 


The times of Upendra Bhanja were 
significantly different from those of Sarala Das and 
Jagannath Das. Orissa had already lost much of its 
political glory and the mighty Orissan empire was 
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already split into many small kingdoms. After the 
death of the last Hindu emperor, Mukunda Deva, in 
1568, Orissa had comie under the domination of the 
Muslim power and was ruled, successively, ‘by the 
Moghuls, Afghans and Marathas until 1803 when it 
became a part of the British ‘empire. 


However, in spite of the decline of the 
political: glory of Orissa, literary activities continued 
in full ‘swing in ‘the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Besides Upendra Bhanja who is referred 
to as Kavi-Samrat (Emperor among Poets), 
Deenakrushna Das, Abhimanyu Samanta ‘Simhar, 
Bhakta Charan Das and Gopal Krushna Pattanayak 
enriched Oriya kavya literature immensely, during 
this period. I 


Upendra Bhanja belonged to the royal 
family of Ghumusar (South Orissa). He preferred to 
devote his entire life to poetry rather than to ruling 
over a kingdom. He had a thorough training in 
Sanskrit classical literature and mastered Sanskrit 
dictionaries such as Amar-kosha, Trikanda-kosha and 
Medini-kosha. He even wrote a dicitionary, 
Geetabhidhana, for helping the poets. 


As a poet, Upendra Bhanja seems to have 
been influenced by the Sanskrit kavyas of the ninth 
and tenth centuries; Jayadeva's Geeta-Govinda and 
the prabandha-kavyas that flourished in Telugu 
during the reign of emperor Krishna Deva Roy (1503- 
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1530). These kavyas in Sanskrit as well as in Telugu, 
have two dominant characteristics: (i) the main theme 
of these kavyas is shringar (physical love) and (11) 
there is great emphasis on the technique of poetry 
such as puns, alliterations, assonances, etc., rather 
than on-the novelty in theme or imagination. Often 
the poets get obsessed with the idea of creating 
particular sound effects and ignore the sense and 
produce works which are nothing but meticulous 
exercises in versification. Thus, if in one work, each 
line starts with a particular alphabet, in another, one 
stanza might give rise to various meanings if read 
with permutations and combinations of words used 
in the stanza. 


Upendra Bhanja is said to have composed 
as many as seventy kavyas out of which many are 
still unpublished. Among his published works, the 
important ones are ; Lavanyabati, 
Kotibrahamandasundari, Premasudhanidhi, 
Rasikaharavali, Baidehishavilasa, Subhadra- 
parinaya, Chitra-kavya-bandhodaya. Even the titles 
Suggest that most of Bhanja's kavyas centre around 


a beautiful woman with love and marriage as the 
dominant themes. 


Almost all the Bhanja kavyas have the 
Same pattern. They deal with the birth, youth and 
adolescence of a prince and a princess, their marriage 
and love-making, Periodic sparation and reunion. For 
an ordinary reader, it is impossible to follow his 
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kavyas without refering to dictionaries and 
glossaries, for his excessive fondness of word-play. 
Yet, palawalas (a class of folk actors) are often found 
to keep their audiences spell-bound while 
interpreting Bhanja's kavyas, abundant with 
descriptions of love and marriage. Bhanja has 
repeatedly referred to his verse as a coconut with 
sweet juice inside, but a rough exterior, meaning 
thereby that he alone can appreciate his kavyas who 
can understand the meaning and implications of the 
words he uses. 


Though Bhanja is mistaken in thinking 
word-acrobatics as poetic excellence, there is no 
shadow of doubt that he is a great poet. He is a superb 
craftsman who has often manipulated words to create 
excellent music. It is for the music of his poetry that 
he has been read and enjoyed. He has employed a 
variety of forms and one may enjoy much more by 
listening to his poetry being sung than by reading it 
with the help of foot-notes or dictionaries. Q 
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BHIMA BHOI, 
A GREAT TRIBAL POET 


Though Orissa has a substantial number 
of tribals and the tribals' contribution to Orissan 
culture is by no means insignificant, we have only 
one major Oriya author who hails from the tribal 
community, Bhima Bhoi. 


Bhima Bhoi was a Kond, who lived and 
worked in Redhakhol (Sambalpur), an extremely 
backward native state, full of hills and jungles. By 
profession, he was a cowherd and led a very hard 
life. It is even said that he was blind and illiterate. 
He was a follower of Mahima Dharma (Religion of 
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Glory) which was preached by Mahima Gosain. His 
dharma seems to be a blending of Hinduism and 
Buddhism which condemns worship of images and 
observance of rituals. Inspired by his faith, Bhima 
Bhoi comoposed innumerable bhajans (prayer-songs) 
and chautishas (poems with stanzas beginning with 
consonants in chronological order) which were 
particularly popular among the rural masses. 


Bhima Bhoi's works include Bhajanamala, 
Stutichintamani, Shrutinishedha-Geeta, Nirveda 
Sadhana, Adi-anta Geeta, Padmakalpa and 
Chautisha Madhuchakra. 


Recently interest has been revived in 
Bhima Bhoi's works and All India Radio, Cuttack is 
regularly broadcasting his bhajans. Bhima Bhoi's 
love for suffering humanity is unbounded and in one 
of his famous songs he says, ‘Let me rot in hell, but 
let the world be saved’. 


Bhima Bhoi is a religious poet who may 
remind one of the earlies poetry in Oriya language: 
the Charyapadas. Often mystical, he refers to the 
pinda (body) and brahmanda (essence) and its 
intricate relationships. Sometimes he seems uncertain 
of his vocabulary and his ideas seem blurred. But 
his sincerity of feeling and spontaneous expression 

have earned for him a secure place in the history of 
Oriya poetry. O 
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RADHANATH ROY, 
A MEETING OF TWO TRADITIONS 


Radhanath Roy (1848-1908) is recognised 
as the national poet of Orissa, who, along with 
Fakirmohan Senapati and Madhusudan Rao ushered 
in the modern age in Oriya literature. During his life- 
time and upto the thirties, Roy remained the most 
popular poet of Orissa and even now, when eminent 
poets of the past are hadly read except by students 


and scholars, Roy still enjoys a wide readership both 
among the elite and rural folk. 


The first matriculate of his home district 
Balasore, Roy worked as a school teacher in various 
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parts of Orissa and retired as an inspector of schools, 
a highly coveted position for a native then. He was 
widely read in Oriya, Sanskrit, Bengali and English 
literatures and was equally familiar with Indian and 
Western literary traditions, a fact that is a significant 
pointer to the nature and quality of his achievement. 
Pre-Radhanath Roy poets, understandably, had access 
only to Indian or Sanskrit literary tradition whereas 
Radhanath Roy ‘belonged to the first generation of 
Oriya authors exposed to English language and 
literature. 


It seems ironical that Roy, a poet who was 
considerably inspired and influenced by Western 
literary tradition, has the distinction of being the 
national poet of Orissa, patriotism being a major 
theme in his poetry. Roy knew intimately the history 
of Orissa, its legends, myths, folklore, temples, 
rivers, its flora and fauna, as few other poets before 
him knew it; and all this knowledge has gone into 
the making of his work authentic, convincing and 
historically plausible. His tipa-khata (diary), hitherto 
unpublished, is one of the most valuable social and 
historical documents of his time. 


Roy's fame mostly rests on the nine kavyas 
and a few short lyrics. He has also translated 
Kalidas's Meghadootam into Oriya and composed 
poems in Sanskrit and Bengali. In fact he started his 
poetic career with the publication of Kavitavali, a 
collection of poems in Bengali. ‘Bharata-Geetika’, 
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a Sanskrit lyric composed by Roy, with the opening 
line: ‘India is the mother of all’ is often sung in Orissa 
as the inaugural song on ceremonious occasions. 


Roy's kavyas are Kedar-Gouri (1886), 
Chandrabhaga (1886), Nandikeshwari (1887), Usha 
(1888), Parbati (incomplete, 1890), Chilika (1891), 
Mahajatra (incomplete, 1893), Jaqjati Keshari (1894) 
and Darbar (1897). Except Chilika and Darbar, the 
plots of all other kavyas have been borrowed, mostly 
from Western souces, but so well adapted to Orissan 
situations that it is difficult to believe that the stories 
are not genuinely indigenous. The stories of Kedar- 
Gouri, Chandrabhaga, Nandikeshwari and Usha are 
taken from Ovid's Pyramus and Thisbe, Daphne and 
Adonis, Scilla and Ninu, and Atlanta's Race 
respectively, with suitable additions and 
modifications. The stories of Parbati and 
Jajatikeshari are taken from the Madala Panji (the 
temple chronicle of Puri) and the Bengali poem. Vidya 
Sundar by Bharat Chandra. 


Though Orissa has a rich tradition of kavya 
literature, almost all pre-Radhanath Roy poets based 
their stories either on Ram-Seeta or Radha-Krishna 
themes, or on the love and marriage of a prince and 
princess, blending eroticism with bhakti rasa. In 
theme as well as in form and in the employment of 
images and metaphors, poets had already become 
archaic. Roy brought great freshness not only in his 
themes, but also in his form and style. He used a 
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variety of .forms and, discarding the heavily 
Sanskritised literary vocabulary, preferred an idiom 
comparatively more intelligible to the reader. His 
stories of intense romantic love and his lucid 
narrative verse provided the reader, simultaneously, 
the pleasure of reading fiction and poetry. 


Mahajatra, though incomplete, is perhaps 
his most ambitious and unique work. It deals with 
the last journey of the Pandavas towards the 
Himalayas - the story borrowed from the 
Mahabharata - and is composed in blank verse. 
Chilika again, is a unique poem on the scenic beauty 
of the Chilika lake and with the invocation of the 
glorious past of Utkal. In Darbar, Roy satirises the 
Indians who surrounded and flattered the British 
officials for their petty material gains. 


Roy wrote twenty three short poems and 
translated Meghadootam and some verses of Tulsi 
Das. He also wrote a long story, ‘Ttaliya Juba’, an 
essay, ‘Viveki' and the conclusion of his kavya, 
Parbati, in prose. His prosestyle is colourful, lucid, 
though-occasionally archaic. OQ 
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FAKIRMOHAN SENAPATI, 
THE FATHER OF THE ORIYA NOVEL 


Fakirmohan Senapati's (1843-1918) 
emergence as a novelist was significant not only for 
Oriya literature, but also for Indian literature as a 
whole. Unlike his predecessors and contemporaries 
such as Umesh Chandra Sarkar who wrote the first 
novel in Oriya (Padmamali, 1888), Ramashankar 
Roy (1858-1907) and Gopal Ballav Das (1860- 
1914), Senapati completely discarded the theme of 
romantic love between a prince and a princess and 
wrote about the common people and their problems. 
In contrast to the heavily Sanskritised style of 
Sarkar, Roy and Das, Senapati used colloquial 


Makers of Oriya Literature 26 


Digitized by srujanika@gmail.com 


idiomatic Oriya with.great skill and competence. If 
the early novelists’ works seem more or less like 
prose renderings of medieval kavyas, Senapati’s 
novels are realistic to the core. Moreover, Senapati 
can be favourably compared with twentieth century 
novelists such as Premchand and Bibhutibhusan 
Banerjee. 


Senapati was born in the coastal district 
of Balasore, in a poor peasant family. He had no 
formal education but he led an active and eventful 
life working as a teacher, a printer and significantly, 
as a Dewan (administrator) in various princely states 
of Orissa. As an administrator he came in contact 
with the people of various walks of life which must 
have helped him a great deal to collect material for 
his fiction. It is important to note that the period in 
which Senapati lived and wrote was one of the dark- 
est in Orissan history. 

The Oriyas, then, had no state of their 
own (Orissa was formed in 1936) and they lived 
Scattered in three neighbouring states, Bengal, 
Madhya Pradesh and Madras. As a result, they were 
economically neglected and had little opportunity 
to develop their literature and culture. Since there 
were few schools in Oriya-speaking areas, the 
Oriyas were extremely backward in education. 
Some influential Bengalis, interestingly, started a 
campaign that Oriya was not a language but a dia- 
lect of Bengali, and hence Oriya should be replaced 
by Bengali in Orissan schools. 
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During Senapati‘s time there was the 
Desha Mishran Andolan or the movement to bring 
all the Oriya-speaking areas under oné political ad- 
ministration. It was also felt that it was important 
to write text books and other works to enrich the 
modern Oriya literature if the Oriya language was 
to survive. 


‘With this background in view, it is easy 
to understand why Senapati began his literary'career 
as a writer of text books, and why Oriya-nationalism 
was a dominant theme in. Oriya literature in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Senapati 
apparently had no literary ambition in his youth. His 
purpose in writing text books was prompted by his 
zeal of opposing the move to abolish Oriya from 
Orissan schools: 


Though Senapati is recognised as‘the 
greatest prose writer in Oriya, it is amazing that he 
hardly wrote any prose (novels, short ‘stories and 
autobiography) until he retired from administrative 
service. But all his life he was a prolific writer of 
verse producing: kavyas, lyrics, satires and puranas. 
He translated the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, 
and some of the Upanishads from the original 
Sanskrit. Though never as prominent a poet as his 
friend and contemporary, Radhanath Roy, Senapati 
was a highly respected poet who was offered the 
title of 'Saraswati' by the royal court of Bamanda 
state. For his tranlsation of the Mahabharata he is 
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also known as Vyasa-Kavi. 


Senapati's poetry was ever-shadowed by 
the poetry of Radhanath Roy, which was immensely 
popular because it depicted love between a prince 
and a princess in a language that was extremely 
lyrical and charming. Though less gifted than Roy, 
Senapati's poetry anticipated modern poetry in a 
number of ways. He wrote on themes which 
conventionally were not considered fit material for 
poetry, and he used the colloquial, spoken and 
rugged language of the common man which no poet 
in Oriya had done for centuries. His Utkala 
Bhramanam, which he wrote at one stretch while 
travelling on official duty on the back of an 
elephant, is a classic in humorous verse. 


Senapati wrote four novels, two volumes 
of short stories and an autobiography. Some critics 
believe that ‘Lachhmania', a story by Senapati 
published in a local magazine of Balasore was the 
first short story written in any Indian language. 
Unfortunately this short story was lost. But the two 
volumes of short stories (Galpa Swalpa, Vols. I and 
II) unmistakably prove that Senapati is a master in 
the art of writing short stories. He was out and out 
a realist who drew his material from the society 
around him. His Atmacharita (Autobiography, 
1917), Senapati's autobiography, i is not only the first 
of its kind in Oriya, but remains the best, and is 
one of the most interesting autobiographies written 
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in Indian languages. It is important both as a work 
of art and as an account of Orissan life in the late 
nineteenth ‘and the early twentieth centuries. 
Moreover, it is as readable as any of Senapati's 
novels and short stories. 


Senapati's ‘novels comprise : Lachhama 
(1901), Chha Mana Atha Guntha (Six Acres and a 
Half, 1902), Mamu (Uncle, 1913) and Prayaschitta 
(Expiation, 1915). Lachhama is a historical novel 
set against the backdrop of the Maratha invasion of 
Orissa in the eighteenth centuty. The other three 
novels are portraits of contemporary society. All 
these four novels can be taken as depiciting the 
social history of Orissa from the eighteenth to the 
early tweentieth century. 


Lachhama is a story of the Maratha 
invasion of Orissa which depicts the suffering and 
the heroic resistance of a country-girl in the face of 
the invasion. Chha Mana Atha Guntha is a vivid 
account of the exploitation of poor village folk by 
zamindars. Mamu, again, is a story of exploitation 
of village folk by petty Government officials and 
clerks. Prayaschitta portrays the predicament of a 
semi-educated youth who persistently defies the old 
order of things with his over-enthusiasm for new 
Western values. 


| It is easy to see that Senapati was 
intensely aware of the social changes that were 
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taking place during his life-time. Except his first 
novel, for which he must have gathered material 
from second-hand sources, he wrote all his works 
from his own experience. Exploitation of the poor 
villagers by zamindars and the rise of a new class 
of exploiters in the petty officials and clerks under 
the British Government were the the two dominant 
traits of nineteenth-century Orissan social history, 
and Senapati chose to write about them in Chha 
Mana Atha Guntha and Mamu. Senapati's last novel, 
in which he studied the confict between traditional 
Indian values and Western values as understood by 
the educated youth of the time, clearly suggests that 
he was neither a traditionalist nor an over-zealous 
advocate for the new wave of Westernisation that 
was sweeping over the country. Perhaps he preferred .-- 
a middle course. 


Exploitation of the poor by the rich has 
been such a dominant theme in Indian fiction, 
especially in the thirties and the forties, that the 
story of Chha Mana Atha Guntha may not seem very 
significant to many contemporary readers. But 
Senapati was perhaps the first Indian novelist to 
write about this theme, thus anticipating works like 
Premchand's Godan (1936). Though almost a 
contemporary of the great Bengali novelist Bankim 
Chandra Chatterjee, Senapati was surprisingly 
different from him in his choice of themes as well 
as language and style. Senapati's colloquial style is 
a contrast to Chatterjee's literary, high flown and 
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Sanskritised prose. Not being as Western educated 
as Chatterjee, Senapati wrote uninfluenced by 
literary masters of any kind. 


Senapati's novels are a protrait-gallery of 
characters. Most of his characters have become 
archetypal in Oriya literature. Even a minor 
character that appears once or twice in a Senapati 
novel, leaves a permanent impression on the reader. 
Senapait seems to be at his best when he portrays 
the Satan in man. His most memorable characters, 
thus, are Mangaraj and Champa. Compared to the 
extremely lively portraits of Mangaraj and Champa, 
Bhagia and Saria appear shadowy and sketchy. 
Though Senapati had love and sympathy for the poor 
and the neglected in society, he did not seem to have 
known them as intimately as he knew the rich and 
the affluent. In Chha Mana Atha Guntha we get the 
vivid picture of Mangaraj's domestic world, but 
nothing of the background of Bhagia and Saria. 


Senapati writes in the tradition of realism 
and indeed there are chapters such as the one in 
Chha Mana Atha Guntha describing the filth and 
the dirt in the village pond, which are totally 
unexpected from a novelist rooted in the nineteenth 
century. Senapati's sense of humour and irony have 
remained unsurpassed in Oriya literature and it is 
this characteristic which has made him popular with 
a wide range of readers. However, it is possible to 
find fault with his form which is loose and episodic. 
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This may be partly due to the fact that his novels 
were written to be serialised in monthly magazines. 
A profoundly religious man, Senapati ends all his 
novels with the wicked being punished, either by 
some external agent or by his own conscience, thus 
conforming to the convention of ‘poetic justice’. Q 
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MADUSUDPDAN RAO, 
THE POET OF DIVINE LOVE 


Madhusudan Rao (1853 - 1912), 
contemporary and disciple of Radhanath Roy, is one 
of the founders of modern Oriya literature. A teacher 
by profession and Brahmo by faith, Rao wrote short 
and long poems, essays and text books and his 
contribution is as significant in verse as in prose. 


Unlike Radhanath Roy, Rao mostly wrote 
short poems and popularised forms such as ‘lyric', 
'ode' and 'sonnet', His short poems are collected in 
Kabitavali (I, 1876), Kabitavali (11), Chhandamala 
(I, 1884), Sangeetamala (1895), Chhandamala (1, 
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1898), Basanta Gatha (1901), Kusumanjali (1901) 
and Utkala Gatha (1908). His long poems are Rushi 
Prane Devavatarana (Revelation of Divinity in the 
Life of a Sage, 1903) and Himdchale Udaya Utsava 
(Dawn in the Himalayas, 1911). He published 
collections of essays such as Prabandhamala (1880) 
and text books for children such as Varna-bodha 
(1885), Bala-bodha, Shishu-bodha, Sahitya Kusuma 
and Sahitya Prasanga. Rao also translated from the 
Sanskrit Ramayana and wrote stories, which are 
among the earliest in Oriya literature. His translation 
of William Cowper's ‘Alexander Shelkirk' is so 
successful that many mistake it to be an original 
composition. 


In the last decade of the nineteenth century 
and the first two decades of the twentieth century 
Rao's text books, for the primay as well as the 
secondary classes, were extremely popular in Orissa 
and it is fo exaggeration to say that all educated 
Oriyas up to the forties learnt their language and 
literature from Rao's writings. Even today, Varna- 
bodha, a book meant for beginners, enjoys wide 
popularity. Some of Rao's prayer songs, included in 
his text books, may be heard even today in many 
remote villages of Orissa, recited by shcool children 
in a hostel or a household. 


As a writer of text books Rao keeps 
himself in the place of a teacher and imparts mora! 
lessons through his writings. Love of God and love 
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of the motherland are two important lessons Rao 
conveys to his young readers. His prose is direct, 
lucid, written in sadhu bhasha (Sanskritised 
vocabularly). His verses, though they often lack 
originality and inspiration, are popular for their 
themes such as love for God or nature and for their 
simple diction and rhyme scheme. In long poéms such 
as Rushi Prane Devavatarana, however, Rao reminds 
one of ancient sages who composed the Upanishads. 
In a style that is close to Sanskrit hymns (mantras), 
Rao succeeds in conveying the state of sublimation 
a sage attains at the realisation of the presence of 
the Supreme Being. 


If romantic love is the forte of Radhanath 
Roy, in Madhusudan Rao it is the love for the 
Supreme Being. That is why critics call him Bhakta 
Kavi (the Poet of Divine Love) and one may compare 
him with other poets of the Bha#kt tradition. OQ 
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GANGADHAR MEHER, 
THE LAST CLASSICIST 


Gangadhar Meher (1862-1924), another 
contemporary of Radhanath Roy, is a major poet of 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. He 
came from the family of the Mehers, a caste of 
weavers of Sambalpur who have earned world-wide 
reputation for manufacturing beautiful sarees. 
Gangadhar Meher lived and died a poor man and had 
no English education. However, he studied ancient 
Sanskrit and Oriya literature which inspired his 
poetic activities. 


Meher's first major kavyas, Rasa- 
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Ratnakara and Ahalya Stava were written under the 
influence of the poets of the Reeti Yuga (seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries). But soon he changed his 
style under the influence of Radhanath Roy. Meher's 
kavyas and verse collections include Utkala Lakshmi 
(1894), Kichaka Badha (1903), Arghya Thali (1909), 
Ayodhya Drushya (1911), Padmini (1911), 
Tapaswinini (1912), Kavita Kallola (1912) and 
Pranaya Ballari (1915). I 


Though Meher borrows the plots of his 
kavyas from the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and 
the puranas and employs images, metaphor and 
similes that are mostly conventional, yet he is a 
superb craftsman who can create the most musical 
of sounds by his diction and rhyme schemes. His 
Tapaswini, dealing with the banishment of Seeta in 
the forest by Rama, is unparrallelled in Oriya 
literature in its description of the dawn arriving at 
Seeta's ashram (fourth canto) and Rama's dilemma 
as to whether he should banish his beloved wife into 
the forest as desired by some of his subjects (third 
canto). 


Meher wrote a few powerful satires 
against the corrupt officials and even against the 
British Government. Though he was poor and 


neglected in life, a sense of joy and sublimity 
pervades his works. 0 
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GOPABANDHU DAS, 
THE POET-STATESMAN 


Gopabandhu Das (1877-1928) who is one 
of the founders of the modern Orissa state, is also 
remembered for his patriotic lyrical poems and lucid, 
thought-provoking prose writings. 


After graduation, Das obtained his Law 
degree and joined the Bar. But soon he left his legal 
profession and devoted ‘himself completely to the 
Service of the people. Along with his illustrious 
friends, Nilakantha Das, Godavarish Mishra, Acharya 
Harihar Das and Krupasindhu Mishra, he started a 
school at Satyabadi (Puri) which became the most 
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important centre of cultural activities of Orissa for 
decades. He championed the cause of the formation 
of the Orissa state for the Oriya-speaking people, 
started the Satyabadi (a literary monthly) and the 
Samaj (a weekly which later became the most widely 
circulated daily of Orissa) and joined the Freedom 
Movement under Gandhiji's leadership. 


Gopabandhu Das was a great orator and 
his speeches made at the Bihar-Orissa Legislature 
of which he was a member, show his excellent style 
of oratory as well as his clarity of thought and 
concern for the poor. One may point at Das as the 
father of modern Oriya journalism. His essays on 
education prove that he was an educationist of great 
insight. 


However, Das's ambition from childhood 
was to be a poet and he records this with a note of 
sadness, in the preface to his long narrative poem, 
Dharmapada. Absorbed in social activities, Das had 
little time for literary endcavour, yet while 
imprisoned in the Hazaribagh Jail (1922-24) for 
participating in the Freedom Movement, he wrote 
Bandira Atmakatha (The Soliloquy of a Prisoner) and 
Dharmapada. Bandira Atmakatha is the expression 
of his deep love for the people of Orissa and 
Dharmapada is the story of the twelve-year old 
artisan boy who, after completing the temple of 
Konark, drowned himself in the sea to save the life 
and prestige of the twelve hundred artisans of Orissa. 
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Though he was not a great poet, Das's 
sincerity of feelings and simple diction, often 
reminding one of the Oriya Bhagabata of Jagannath 
Das, touch the heart of the reader and educated 
Oriyas are aften found quoting a line or two from 
Das's verses, such as Mishu Mora Deha E Desha 
Matire (Let this body of mine mingle with the soil of 
this country) or Pachha Ghuncha Nahi Birara Jatake 
(The valiant never retreats). O 
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CONCLUSION 


Oriya literature has a history which is 
about one thousand years old. It is their literature 
that has sustained the unity and identity of the Oriya- 
speaking people, even though they have had a long 
history of political adversity and suffering. After 
formation of the Orissa state and the independence 
of the country, understandably, this ancient literature 
has got a new impetus to develop on modern lines. 


Like literatures in other Indian languages, 
modern Oriya literature has developed rapidly, during 
the last one hundred years, after the introduction of 
the printing press and the exposure of the Oriya 
authors to English language and literature. 


Upto the mid-nineteenth century, Oriya 
literautre primarily meant a literature composed in 
verse. Prose developed rather late. Medieval 
literature was predominantly religious whereas 
modern literature is developing on secular lines. 
Though economically a backward state, with the rate 
of literacy as fifty percent, Orissa has produced, in 
recent years, authors and poets comparable to those 
in other Indian languages and even in world 
languages. Gopinath Mohanty, Surendra Mohanty, 
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Kishori Charan Das, Shantanu Acharya, Mohapatra 
Neelamani Sahoo, Krushna Prasad Mishra and Manoj 
Das in fiction, Satchidananda Rout Roy, Guru Prasad 
Mohanty, Ramakanta Rath and Sitakanta Mohapatra 
in poetry, Manoranjan Das and Bijaya Mishra in 
drama are some of the names worth mentioning. 

However, due to lack of adequate 
translation, much of the wealth of Oriya literature 
remains inaccessible to the larger world. 0 
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